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IMPRECATION AS A MEANS OF EMPHASIS IN THE OLD 
FRENCH CHANSONS DE GESTE 

BY 

Oliver Towlks 

The specific bibliogi-aphy on the subject of Imprecation from a 
linguistic point of view is limited. The only treatment of the 
question, serious or incidental, known to rae is an article entitled 
Von Verwunschen, by Professor Tobler of Berlin, published first in 
the "Mommsen Festschrift," and later in the B^ourth Series of 
Tobler's "Vermischte Beitrage." 

In review of Tobler's article, be it said that it consists of a col- 
lection of the various types of simple and emphasizing Impreca- 
tions in Old French with their significations, and that the author 
foregoes any attempt to classify and analyze and explain the dif- 
ferent forms. This task of classifying the forms I have attempted 
myself, and I think that the mere classification, by illustiating 
the gradual process of development from the most simple to the 
most complex forms, furnishes .satisfactory explanation of the con- 
struction wherever such explanation seems necessary. 

The Imprecation in this function of an emphasis-beato" er forms 
one of three divisions of a heading which we entitle : K:rj>res»i,on8 
serving to emphasize past, prexent and future ift.atem-evti> by the invoca- 
tion of some revered power or beloved object. Such an invocation 
may be: 

I. AnjUKAin'K; in which case a wish stands in attestation, or 
emphasis of the speaker's words, as: Si m' ait Dieu. 

II. Interjectionai. ; where the name of the power or object in- 
voked is governed by a preposition, the whole expressive of a vio- 
lent emotion, such as would naturally accompany great decision of 
mind or state of assurance, as: Par mon chi^. 

HI. Impkecativk ; where, at least in its original form, the speak- 
er calls down a curse upon himself in case he speak not the troth, 
as: Mandis soie, se ce n'est vrai=May I be cursed, if this be not so. 



4 Oliver TovAes 

The basis of the emphasizing Imprecation is naturally the sim- 
ple direct Imprecation of one's enemy. The Old French authors 
display great inventiveness in the manufacture of this kind of 
invective. Some of the most common forms are: 

Rol. 1958: Med, aies tu. — Li Nerbonnais, 5140: A cent 
deables soit son cots comandS. — Aiol, 2897 : Mai ait seg dee. 
— Coven. Viv. 937: Mai dea glovtona qui les orU engendrez. — 
Cour. Louys, 2()0: Mai dahi ait parmi la croiz del chief. — etc. 
The emphasizing Imprecations formed from these simple Impre- 
cations are of two types, depending ux)on whether the object of 
Imprecation be a known, specified person, as in the fundamental 
form: Mavdis sole, se etc., or an unknown, unspecified person: 
Mai ait cil, qui, etc. 

In the first case the specified object of the Imprecation becomes 
the subject of a conditional or temporal statement appended to the 
Imprecation, and the whole is equivalent to an emphatic denial 
of this statement in the name of the speaker. So: Aid, 1920: 
Dameldex me confonge, neja enferai garde (= / will nc^ take care). 
— Ali8c. 672(), a: S'or ne me venge, ja n'aieje salu (= I will avenge 
myself) . In the second case the unspecified object of the Impre- 
cation becomes the subject of an annexed relative clause, the state- 
ment of which is denied likewise in the name of the speaker. So: 
Rol. 1040: Disnt Franceis- Deh^-ait ki s'enfuU. Ja pur murir ne 
vus en faldrnt una (= We vnll not flee). — Aiol, 157: Mai dehait 
qui laira par imvrete Que jor ne voise en France al roi parler (= J 
wiU most certainly go to France, etc.). 

For the present we will examine the former type, in which, as I 
said, a definite, known person is the object of the Imprecation. 
We find examples of the construction for the 1 pers. in future, 
present and past time, and for the 3 pers. in past time. 

The construction is most logical in the I pers. for future time, 
and it is evidently from this ix)int that the development began. 
The speaker calls down a curse upon himself in case he commit or 
do not commit a certain act. It is not believable that any man 
would curse himself conditionally, if he had the slightest suspicion 
that this condition would ever come true. Consequently, to the 
mind of the hearer the whole utterance is equivalent to theexpres- 
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sion of a fixed intention on the part of the speaker. The act 
intended lies in the future, but the statement of the intention is 
in the present. It results, then, that even when the act is in the 
future, it is the present veracity of the speaker as regards his inten- 
tion that is emphasized, juat as well as when the act is in the pres- 
ent or in the past, such as : Mai aie je se jeo ee fais, or ce ai fait. 
Examples of the construction are: Alisc. 6726, a; S'or ne me 
venge, ja n'aie je salu ( = IwUl avenge myself) . — Rol. 3757 : FeU 
me, sejo Vceil. — Aid, 9120: Dameldex me confonge, se ja enferai 
garde. 

The following are grammatically in the 3 pers., but logically in 
the 1 . Angeis de Carthage, 7619 : Et se now somes de paien», pnur- 
sivis, Dahait Joieuse {his sword) se souvent n'i gitends. — Doon de 
Maience, 6252 : Doon rif using an offer: Que honni soit or Do, se vier- 
chi vos en rent. 

It being then a question of emphasizing the veracity of the 
speaker, there is no reason why the subject of the dependent clause 
should not be different from the object of the Imprecation, where- 
by we would have: Mai aie je se U I' a fait. Although I have 
no examples of this form from Old French, the parallel in 
English and the reasonableness of the extension give us a right to 
suppose its existence. At thia point the English parallel ceases, 
while the French goes on one step further. In the type: Mai aie 
ie, se il Vafait, the 1 pers. of the Imprecation seems to be attract- 
ed to the 3 pers. of the conditional clause, and we reach the very 
common form: Mai ait se il I'afatt, which would correspond to an 
English: May he be cursed if he did this, in the sense of: He did not 
doit. So: Aiol, 7351: Issus estdela canbre, vers Aiol s^en torna, 
Mai ait se a consel un sevl en apda. Maie a moU havte vois son seig- 
neur escrix. 

The second type of emphasizing Imprecations, though quite dif- 
ferent from the first in form, is identical with it in signification, 
— at least at the outset. For example, at Roncesvaux, when 
proposals of peace and surrender are made, the French troops cry 
out as one man: Mai ait ki s'enfuit, == We wUl not flee. The object 
of the Imprecation is an unspecified person. Still the expreeeioa 
is equivalent to a positive affirmation in the name of the speaker. 
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In the case of the first form, where the Imprecation is followed by 
a conditional clause, the asseveration is usually, though by no 
means necessarily, that of one person; while in the second form, 
the asseveration is more generally in the name of the 1 pers. plu- 
ral . This kind of affirming Imprecation is also found in present, 
past and future time. So: Rol. 1047: Dient Pranceis: Dehet ait 
ki 8'enfuit. Ja pur murir ne vus en faldrat uns. — Guy de Bourg, 
866: Dahais ait qui an chavt. — Oouron. Louys, 1855: DahS ait 
qui vos orient. — Li Nerbonnaia, 606: A Saracen asks a body of 
troops for whom certain provisions are being brought. Their 
leader replies: Vos n'i avez neant. Mai dahaz ait anz o nea par de- 
vant, Qui ainz por vos I'aporta tant ne quant. La vitaille est Aymeri 
le ferrani. This is an emphatic manner of saying: We never 
brought it for you. 

The interesting feature of these expressions is the fact that while 
they are formally identical with the literal imprecating of a curse 
upon some one who may have actually committed a certain act, 
(Compare: Li Nerbonnais,'H2B: En la fenetre un pertuis avissa. 
Maleoit soit icel qui le perca. — Aliscans, 3780: Rainouart is oblig- 
ing four knaves to carry his weapon: Enlre leur dent prirent a rune- 
ter: Maleois soit ki cestfuM-doU porter.), in their actual meaning 
they are totally opposed to such non-asseverative Imprecations. 
These asseverative Imprecations are, to put it mildly, unfavorable 
asserticms in regard to some third person, while the true assevera- 
tive Imprecation is always a favorable statement in regard to a per- 
son or persons of the third person, unknown and unspecified. Fur- 
thermore it would seem that the only manner of distinguishing 
whether the asseverative or litteral, imprecating value exists in 
any example, such as: Mai ait qui I'a fait, (apart from the con- 
text), depends entirely upon the manner of enunciation, — in 
other words, upon the relative degree of stress given the pronoun. 
I think we have every reason to suppose that wherever the rela- 
tive pronoun, representing a hypothetic person, be strongly stress- 
ed in pronunciation, or, in the written language, by the presence 
of a demonstrative antecedent, cU, cist, etc., in that case the utter- 
ance is no longer asseverative, giving a favorable statement in 
regard to the 1 pers., but tends to be literally imprecating and 
unfavorable to some third person or persons, unspecified. 
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This fact seems to be of the greatest importance in connection 
with the more complex form of the second type of asseveration, 
i.e. Mai ait cU qui I'ait (I'a) fait, with the signification: Not a one 
qf them did it, where, though the construction is still asseverative, 
the asseveration is not in the 1 pers. but in the 3. So: Aiol, 
463tf : Dont «e teurent Normant et Hurepois Et Flamenc Et li Fran- 
cois; Mai ait cU qui s^oaast lever des dois, Tant dovterent Mibrien eel 
riche roi. — Charroi de Nymes, 1412: Mar soit de eel qui en escha- 
past vivant, — M Nerbonnais, 4550: Voit son barnage envers terre 
encline, Mai soit de eel qui ait un mot sone. — Aliscans, 7695: Mai 
soit de ed qui I'osast aprochier. — Aiol, 9871 : Mai soit de I'un des 
.an. qui en paid vis aler Qu'a lor coutiaus ne soit trestout esboielis. 

Allow me to contrast these two type constructions : 

(1) Mai ait qui I'a fait = We did not do it. 

(2) Mai ait oil qui I' ait fait = They did not do it. 

The only formal difference between these two, between which there 
exists such a wide difference of meaning, is the presence of the 
demonstrative antecedent dl in the second example and the 
use of the subjunctive. The differences of signification are dia- 
metrical. First the circumstances under which these expressions 
would be used are not the same. The first is a favorable affirma- 
tion made by the speaker of himself and his friends ; the relative 
pronoun is not stressed. The second is always, as the examples 
show us, a more or less unfavorable assertion in regard to a group 
of persons, unidentified with the speaker ; the pronoun is empha- 
sized by the presence of the demonstrative antecedent. The pres- 
ence of this demonstrative antecedent, by emphasizing the identity 
of the hypothetical person, is apparently sufficient to change the 
construction from a favorable assertion of the 1 pers. ; that is, 
that while still asseverative the literal Imprecation is given more 
prominence. In construction (1), to judge from my examples, 
the subjunctive does not occur; in construction (2), practically 
always. In the type: Mai ait qui I'a fait, it is not denied that 
some one may have committed the act; the speaker merely says: 
May he be cursed who did it; I did not. In: Mai ait qui I'ait fait, 
however, the very existence of the one of such a kind as to com- 
mit the act is denied. We have the subjunctive here apparently 
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for the same reasons for which we have it in the following ex- 
amples: 

Aliscans, 2898: Asses parole, ne irueve kil deadie. — ih., 3114: 
N't ot si c&irde H I'osast refuser. — Marie Fraisne, 247: Nvs ne la 
vitkine I'ama^. For construction (2) I have two examples of the 
use of the indicative: 

Gaufrey, 2139: Etje que vous diroief II les a toua tues; Que mal 
soit de cheli qui en est escapSs. — Charroi de Nymw, 146 : Grant fu 
la boce qui fa nu renver, Mal soit del mire qui li me dvt saiver. 



